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Reversing the Aging of the Skilled Trades Workers
Abstract
For the past several decades there has been a prevalence of promoting the need for everyone to
obtain at least a bachelor's degree to be able to have a successful career. This had led to a lack of
interest of the younger generations in entering the skilled trades as a career. The result of this is
that the average age of workers in the trades keeps increasing and as the boomer generation has
retired there are not enough capable replacements entering the workforce. Having enough
workers in the skilled trades is imperative to keeping the country moving forward by building the
new and maintaining the old. There needs to be a concentrated effort to educate and encourage
the younger generations of the viability of the trades as a career. Companies will need to adapt
the practices that they currently use in recruitment to reach the age demographic that is needed to
combat this issue. The need to understand what this generation wants in a career is imperative to
developing the processes to recruit them.
“Keywords:” apprenticeship, skilled trades, recruitment
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Innovative Approach
With the emphasis that has been placed on earning at least a bachelor’s degree in the
past several decades to the nations younger generations there has not been enough young
workers entering the skilled trades to replace those that are retiring (Coates, & Morrison, 2013).
This has caused the average age of skilled tradespersons to rise to the highest level that we have
ever seen and soon there will be a critical shortage of skilled tradesmen (Costanzo, 2018). This
paper will provide a background of how we have gotten to this point, what the ramifications of
the worker shortage are and provide both new ideas along with some old proven methods that
will help to alleviate the issue of the aging workforce. These ideas should give the major
stakeholders of businesses and trade associations a different approach to recruiting the younger
generations into the skilled trades.
The ability to get input from a multitude of different groups has given differing views on
what the issues truly are. By interviewing hiring managers of several companies that utilize
skilled tradesmen I was able to get their input of the difficulties in recruiting the younger
generations, along with ideas that they may have on what they believe can be done to help in this
recruiting. Representatives of trade associations and unions can give the perspective from the
workers themselves and the difficulties they perceive in the hiring and recruiting process. I have
interviewed several employees of major school systems to help understand what is being told to
the students about the trades if anything at all. They have also helped to identify ways to help
businesses and trade associations to penetrate the school systems as higher education has.
Finally, by listening to what members of the younger generations are saying to see how to appeal
to them. From the research conducted many of the younger generation are looking for
alternatives to going into debt to obtain a degree that may or may not pay off. They have not
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been informed of any other options for their future careers other than going to college to get a
degree. Most have stated that the skilled trades have either never been mentioned or are being
viewed as a poor option. What many do not know is that the skilled trades are in high demand,
utilize the latest technologies, have high wages that are increasing as the shortages grow, and you
get paid while you learn. Finally, I have combined the input from these sources, several articles,
reports, databases, and my own personal experiences to highlight the background and develop
the ideas to help alleviate this issue.
The approach the I have taken in this project is to incorporate the input from not only
professionals that have been recruiting new talent but also from the age group that my solutions
will be targeting. All the current research, practices, and solutions that are being used have
focused on what business and academia feels the issues are and their proposed solutions are
structured around this line of thinking. By getting input from the younger generations of 16 – 25year old’s’ I have developed ideas that address what they are looking for in a career. They
younger generations want to work with the latest technologies and prefer to work in a group type
setting and most of the trades provide both, but recruiters have not been stressing these facts.
These are the people that need to be targeted but their input has not been sought for what would
appeal to them. I have also drawn upon my own extensive experience within the trades and as a
hiring manager in developing my solutions that will appeal to the younger generation but also be
acceptable to be used in the established hiring process.
I went to several places to get my sources, first I used google scholar and the database
search through Albertson library to get several of the printed sources that have been used for this
paper. This would be the more conventional sources that have used for a subject that does not
have many peer reviewed sources available. Talking with multiple people that hire workers in
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the skilled trades, these would include managers and supervisors, but also recruiters provided
insight from their perspective. The next source used were people that were involved in either
trade unions or trade associations to gain their insight into what they perceive the problems with
recruiting are what ideas they had to help alleviate them. My own personal knowledge and
experience as a tradesman of over 40 years as well as a being hiring manager was used as a
source for many of the ideas. Finally, I have used the target age group of 16 – to 25 – year old, to
get their perspective on what they thought about the trades as a career and how much they have
been told about the different career options in the trades. Their input on what they wanted from a
career and what it would take to get them interested in the trades as a career option was the most
interesting source that was used. I believe that the first four sources are more conventional, but
the last one is a more unusual source to use, as I stated earlier for all the research that I have done
none has looked at it from the perspective of the target age demographic. This is the area that
helped the solutions that are developed in this project to be unconventional and perhaps “cutting
edge”.
Emotional Intelligence
I have been in the refrigeration services field for over forty years and have watched as the
workforce of skilled tradesmen has aged through the years. I have also been in a position where I
was trying to hire for open positions where it was extremely rare that anyone under the age of
thirty-five would apply for these jobs. This has led to a workforce at my company that has over
half of our personnel within 7 years of retirement and seventy-five percent that are within fifteen
years. The result of this will be a loss of knowledge and experience that is not easily replaced.
My research not only investigated the current recruiting practices of businesses and what they are
looking for but will also explain why this is not drawing more of the younger generations into
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applying for these jobs. By directly asking the target age groups my research uses their views on
why they do not consider the skilled trades as a viable career option for them.
Since well-developed emotional intelligence is hard to determine my approach to this
project has been to break all the components down to a basic level that is easily understood by all
parties. The first part of this process is to break down the reasons we are now in this position.
This will be followed by how the recruiting process that is currently used is not compatible with
what is needed to recruit for the skilled trades. The processes that are now used by most
businesses are designed around recruiting from colleges and universities, which is not the
demographic that the skilled trades will generally draw from. Finally, the proposed solutions will
utilize much of the input that is received from the target demographic to what would appeal to
them. They have been programmed to believe that attending college is imperative to having a
successful career and they never consider or even realize that the skilled trades are a viable
option. By trying to develop solutions that will appeal to what they need the recruitment process
will be better suited to attract the younger generations
Creative Thinking
The aging of the skilled trades workforce is becoming a dire issue throughout the
country, but especially in Washington D.C. metropolitan area (DMV) that I am mainly focusing
on for this project. With a growing number of the baby boomer generation retiring daily we do
not have enough replacements to take their places. The average age of master technicians is over
fifty-six while the average age of retirement is sixty (United States Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2021). Without qualified replacements there will be a growing shortage of workers that can
perform the work but also a lack of knowledge that can teach the new arrivals (Gaul, 2017). We
must start the process of making the trades appealing to the younger generations or there will not
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be anyone to build the new, maintain the current, and repair the old. The infrastructure of the
entire country will begin to decay with no hope of repair. The solutions that will be provided will
start the process of reversing the decades of promoting the fallacy that everyone must obtain a
degree to be successful (Coates, & Morrison, 2013). These solutions will also show that for
many the skilled trades are as viable and in many cases more so as a career choice, especially as
the worker shortages grow and the wages continue to rise. The ability for the skilled trades to
become more appealing to the younger generations will be a benefit to the entire country as it
will allow the country to continue to grow the economy into the future.
The issue with the inability of the established recruiting practices to bring in the younger
generations into the skilled trades is leading to a growing shortage of workers. I knew that there
would need to be a new approach to recruiting to create an appeal to these young people. My
experience in the hiring process has given me an insight into how the process currently works
and where the process was failing. One area that I felt was an issue with recruiting for the trades
was that the same techniques used for recruiting from colleges was how we were recruiting for
the trades. This was not working so I felt that something different would need to be done. Most
people that enter the trades do not come from colleges so why recruit them in the same manner. I
started to think about what drew me into pursuing a skilled trade and how this could be used in
recruiting a new generation into the trades.
The one thing that I tried to do that was different is that I tried to view the recruiting
process from the perspective of the target demographic. I felt that to really understand how to
appeal to the younger generations we would have to understand what is important to them. From
all the recruiters, human resources, and workforce development personnel that I talked to, none
really understood how to connect to this demographic. So, I went out and talked to 25 different
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16-to 25-year-olds to determine what they were looking for. This alone has given me the
information needed to develop new ideas that would appeal to this demographic.
I am not trained in recruiting or have a degree in human resources, but I have been
involved in trying to hire for positions in the skilled trades. I felt that the classical methods that
were being used had become ineffective for recruiting young people into the trades. For years the
trades have been ignored as a viable career choice as the public-school systems have only been
espousing the value of a college education (Thompson, 2018) (Costanzo, 2018). My approach
has been to ignore the classical ways that have typically been used in the recruitment process but
to see what the target demographic is looking for and provide solutions designed around this. By
talking with these young people and understanding their point of view I have been able to gain
an understanding of how to approach the issue.
I have found that these young people are looking for a career that allows them to make a
difference in society. They also prefer to work in groups to solve problems. Finally, this group
wants to work with the latest technologies that are available. All of these are prevalent in the
skilled trades, but the young generation have never been told this fact. When I started to talk to
them about these issues the interest in the trades started to grow. Although the salary that they
earned was not as high of a priority for them, when I started listing what the average pay was in
the different trades I found that their interest grew even further. By just paying attention to what
the target demographic values I have been able to design recruitment practices that will appeal to
this group. From what I have researched, and my own experience in the hiring process this is not
how the process has been working. I have tried to look outside of the established practices, since
they have not been working to help build a new process that can begin the communication of the
viability of the skilled trades to younger recruits
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Innovative Solution
From the onset of this project, I have tried to determine the reasons that companies have
issues with recruiting younger people to positions in the skilled trades. Since I have been in a
position where I was a hiring manager for these types of positions I have personally witnessed
the difficulties of getter the younger generations to even apply for these positions. After talking
with recruiters and human resources (HR) personnel from multiple companies I quickly realized
that all these companies were using the same tactics and recruiting processes for all positions.
Instead of adapting the processes to the position they were using the same tactics to recruit an
engineer as they were for an electrician. There needed to be a new way to look at how companies
recruited for the trades.
Through my research I found that most companies centered their recruitment around
four-year colleges, which is not where they should be recruiting for the skilled trades. I
attempted to identify not only where they should recruit from but also how to recruit. My
approach from this point on was to talk to the target demographic group to see what they were
looking for in a career..
What I found from these young people was that the great majority were never even
shown any career options that did not include going to college for at least a bachelors degree.
Most perceived the skilled trades as a lesser career field with little earning potential. I learned
how most in this demographic wanted a career that involved collaborating with others and that
utilized the modern technologies that they are accustomed to. With this information I approached
my potential solutions to address these items instead of just following the standard recruiting
practices that HR professionals are taught and have been using for years.
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The solutions that have been proposed in this project use the perspective of the target
demographic group to appeal to them. The younger generations have specific ideas of what they
want in their careers so the recruiting process must address these. The standard recruiting process
still places an enormous emphasis on what has been the standard for years, salary, benefits, and
opportunities for advancement. While these are still needed, they are not what is most sought
after from this younger demographic. They are more interested in opportunities to collaborate,
using the latest technologies, and having the opportunity to have an impact on society. The
solutions provided attempt to steer the recruiting process towards these types of issues.
The second way that these solutions are innovative is that they will focus the recruitment
efforts on high schools and two-year colleges. This is unique in that most companies follow the
standard HR guidelines that are more adapted to recruiting college graduates with a bachelors
degree or higher. Since most of the people that enter the skilled trades are high school graduates
and potentially have earned an Associates of Applied Science the same recruiting practices do
not apply. There is little recruiting effort at the high school and community college levels, and
this is where the primary effort should be occurring. This will be an area of primary focus for the
solutions provided. There will be a particular emphasis on recruiting from the vocational
education programs that still exist in some public-school systems and community colleges that
have vocational and apprentice training programs for the skilled trades.
The main area that I would have approached differently would be to dig deeper into the
reasons that the skilled trades are no longer discussed in the public-school systems. This is one of
the largest roadblocks to recruiting younger people into the trades since they have very little
information about their viability as a career option. By determining why there has been a
prejudice against the skilled trades in the school system I would be able to attempt to find
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solutions that could be implemented. I have tried to include this in what I have worked on but
there is more that is needed than this project would allow.
When I was in high school in the late 1970s and 80s there was an emphasis on going to
college, but there was also information on the skilled trades as a viable option. I would have
wanted to find a way to get back to this type of setting. To have the trades represented in career
fairs and the career counselling that occurs at the high school level. This is the one area that I
would have liked to be able to dig deeper into and find solutions for.
Results
The benefits that the stakeholders will see from this project can be classified into three
categories: immediate, intermediate, and long-term. By introducing new ideas to the recruiting
process for working in the skilled trades the immediate impact will be providing new knowledge
to the stakeholders. Many in the recruiting process do not currently understand how to appeal to
the younger generations. This project will provide the understanding of what the younger
generations are looking for in a career so recruiters can design their recruiting process for the
skilled trades to appeal to the generations that are needed in the trades. There will also need to be
a realization that adapting the recruiting alone will not solve the issues, companies must also
treat their employees as partners and improve employee engagement to retain worker (Burkett,
2019).
The intermediate benefits to the stakeholders will be the understanding that the recruiting
process needs to be designed to appeal to the demographic that is being targeted. This knowledge
will allow the process to be designed with adaptability built into it so as the needs change the
process can as the needs and wants change with the new generations. By knowing how to appeal
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to each generation businesses will get the benefit of getting more age diversity in the applicants
for their skilled trades position.
Finally, the long-term benefit the stakeholders will get is they will have a recruiting
process that will be able to easily change over time. This will allow them to have the ability to
determine what each generation is wanting in a career and adapt the process to fit these wants.
This will ensure that there is a continuous influx of younger people entering into the skilled
trades which will allow for the companies to continue to be productive.
The major impact from this project is twofold, one for the companies employing these
ideas and one for society as a whole. As companies begin to design their recruiting efforts to
better appeal to a younger generation they will start to hire more young applicants which will in
turn lower the average age for their technicians. This will create a more age balanced group of
technicians that will ensure that there is a smooth and orderly transfer of knowledge from the
older master technicians to the younger people entering the trades. This more balanced age
distribution will also ensure that there is not a shortage of technicians as the older generation
retires.
For the greater society having enough younger technicians entering the skilled trades is
imperative for a continuous supply of talent to keep industry producing. The balancing of the age
distribution allows the older master technicians who have a wealth of knowledge the time to
share their knowledge with not only the young apprentices but also the junior technicians who
will become the next master technicians. Ensuring that there is a healthy supply of new talent
available as the older generation retires will also keep the wages from rising higher than the
market can sustain. If wages are not maintained at a sustainable level the result will be rising
costs of most any product or service manufactured or performed in the United States.
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Conclusion
For this project I have attempted to develop solutions to the problems of the aging
workforce in the various skilled trades, specifically in the Washington D.C., Maryland, and
Virginia metropolitan area. With the average age of master technicians in the DMV currently 56
years old, and all labor union personnel 51.3 (United States Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021) the
lack of younger recruits is desperately needed. To accomplish this the first part of the process
was to research how we have gotten to the point where there are not enough young people
entering into the skilled trades. This was followed by identifying what methods companies are
currently using in the recruitment and hiring processes for skilled trades positions.
Representatives of labor associations and unions were then interviewed to help understand the
issues they have encountered in recruiting younger people into their organizations. Finally, there
were a series of interviews performed with the target age demographic, 16- to 25-year-old to hear
what they are looking for in a career, what is important to them in a career, what they know
about the skilled trades, and what information they would like to receive about skilled trade
careers.
From this process it was learned that many companies with a need to hire skilled trade
workers have been using an approach that is not compatible to the target demographic for these
positions. They are using the same processes that they use to recruit and hire for professional
positions by focusing on four-year colleges as the primary recruiting grounds for all new hires.
Since most people that enter the skilled trades generally earn no higher than an Associate degree
by primarily recruiting from these colleges, they are not reaching the demographic that would be
interested in these positions. These companies will need to change where they are recruiting
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from to reach the target demographic, they will need to move into the two-year colleges and even
down to the high schools to find the needed recruits.
During the process of interviewing representatives from trade associations and unions the
biggest lesson was that there is much frustration in their inability to recruit enough young people
into their trades. Many have communicated that in the last twenty to thirty years they have been
excluded from access to participate in the career fairs hosted by many of the public-school
systems. This is a change from the practices prior to the 1990’s where the trades were welcomed
into the school systems to show students career options other than get at least a Bachelors
degree. The discussions with these representatives highlighted that there needs to be options
highlighted to the younger generation that will not be attending college.
The final part of the research process was also the most enlightening, a series of
interviews with multiple individuals in the 16- to 25-year-old target age demographic. These
interviews provided insight into the wants and needs of this demographic. In a career they are
looking to do something that makes a difference to the society at large. They also want to be
mentally challenged by being in a career that constantly evolving. Everyone in the entire group
stated that they wanted to work with the latest technologies that they are accustomed to. There
was also a near consensus that they want to work in teams rather than individually. Many of the
skilled trades meet all of these wants and needs but most of the group did not know this. When
they were asked what they knew about the skilled trades most only knew that you would work
with your hands but little else. The only ones that had much knowledge of the trades as a career
were the ones who had a relative that was currently in one of the trades. The majority stated that
they were led to believe that the trades were a lesser career and that to be truly successful you
needed to earn at least a Bachelors degree. When they were asked what they would like to know
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about the trades they were interested in the earning potential, which is much higher than they
thought. They also wanted more information on what the work entailed and how they could get
more information on the different trades. What was the most interesting part of these interviews
was that the more that this group learned the more they wanted to know.
There were two groups that benefitted the most directly from this project, first was the
author by spending time with this group of young people he was able to learn a great deal about
them and what they wanted. A newfound respect for this age group was developed during the
process of performing these interviews. The second group that directly benefitted was the group
of 25 young people that participated in the interview process. They all came away with new
knowledge on the skilled trades as a career. Many stated that they would seek out further
information and some had already started researching the trades themselves. There is the
potential for benefit to the companies that are trying to hire from this younger demographic if
they can implement some changes to their recruiting practices. They would need to start
developing a relationship with the two-year colleges that offer Associate degrees in the skilled
trades as well as the local high schools, especially the ones that have vocational education
programs. Since many two-year colleges have adapted to provide training in the skilled trades
they should be seen as a resource for recruiters (Borrego, 2009). By cultivating the relationships
with these entities and even providing some financial assistance to the training programs the
companies will start to see a growth in younger applicants for their openings in the trades. Some
of the other suggested changes that companies could benefit from is once they have created a
working relationship with the two-year colleges and public-school systems they could start an
internship program that would recruit from both entities. This is one program that many
companies already use for professional positions but have rarely used them for positions in the
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skilled trades. Both the schools and the companies stand to benefit from such an arrangement
while bringing younger people into the trades. One such program that exposes high school
students to the skilled trades is already in place in North Dakota, it is a summer camp where the
students build houses. The program further provides scholarships to several colleges that offer
trade apprenticeship programs (Teens Explore Skilled Trades Hands on at Summer Academy,
2016). Since many companies cannot support an apprenticeship program on their own they
would need to find other solutions. By forming partnerships with other companies, school
systems, colleges, and trade groups they could create an affordable solution to perform this
training (Stoner, Bird, & Gaal, 2011). The final suggestion for companies when recruiting for the
trades is to allow some of their current or retired technicians to speak to these younger groups to
help answer any questions they may have about a career in the skilled trades.
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